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Zinfandel (1500/1323)
Zinfandel
Zinfandel is one of the many varieties of red grape originating in Europe prior to making its way
to America and ultimately finding its primary home in California. Since its origins it has been
known by variations of the name “Zinfandel”, but it is unknown how this name was chosen.
This grape is primarily used to produce a robust read wine whose level of alcohol can exceed 15
percent due to its high sugar content impacting fermentation. The Zinfandel grape, depending
upon its ripeness, can produce wines possessing flavors of raspberry and blackberry to anise and
pepper depending upon the climate in which it was grown.
The History of Zinfandel
While there is some debate, most agree that this grape originated in Croatia and was first
domesticated around 6000 BCE in the Caucasus region (i.e., the border between Europe and Asia
between the Black and Caspian Seas). This cultivation of the Zinfandel grape would eventually
move to the Mediterranean and surrounding regions. Its appearance in the United States is
credited to the efforts of the Imperial Nursery in Vienna, Austria in the early 1800s. It is
believed that the earliest Zinfandel vines were obtained by the Vienna government when it
acquired the Dalmatian territories of the former Republic of Venice in 1797. Shipments of this
grape, and many others, were received by merchants in Long Island, New York who began
distributing them to various parts of the United States between 1820 and 1829. By 1850 the
grape had made its way to California and had solidified the name Zinfandel by the 1870s.
This migration across the country is credited to nurserymen who joined the Califorina
Gold rush during this time. Growing this grape grew in popularity until the 1920s when
distributors chose different grapes (e.g., Alicante Bouschet) due to the vulnerability it had to rot
while being transported over many miles. Prohibition (1919-1933) during this time hurt the wine
making industry as well making homemade wine by people living near vineyards very popular,
but requiring very little distribution of grapes. Even after Prohibition, the Zinfandel grape
became lost and combined with other grapes to produce heavily fortified red wines.
It was not until the mid-1970s that Sutter Home Winery began to use the Zinfandel grape
to produce a new wine called White Zinfandel which became immensely popular in the United
States. As this popularity grew, wine makers began to rediscover the use of the Zinfandel grape
to make the deeper red higher alcohol level wines of the past. In the 21st Century, the Zinfandel
is mostly grown in California but is also very popular in Arizona, Colorado, Illinois, Indiana,
Iowa, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Oregon,
Tennessee, Texas, Washington, and Oklahoma. This variation in geographical locations and
climates produce many variations of the Zinfandel grape.
Wine Use and Human Health
While great debate remains, many in the medical field are offering evidence that moderate
drinking (i.e., one drink a day for women, two for men) of alcohol actually makes one healthier
than others who do not drink. While alcohol can be a benefit to the human body, if abused it can
be poison as well. In that the active ingredient in alcoholic beverages is ethanol (a molecule
which affects the human stomach, brain, heart, gall bladder and liver). It also affects levels of
lipids and insulin in the blood which can be positive or negative based on the amount consumed
and the genetic make-up of the individual.

The reported benefits of wine when consumed moderately are:
•
•
•
•

can lower a person's chances of having a heart attack, ischemic (clot-caused) stroke, or
other forms of cardiovascular disease
it raises levels of the "good" cholesterol, HDL, which provides protection against heart
disease
it can assist in one having a healthy weight
helps people get 7 to 8 hours of sleep at night and exercise regularly

The reported risks of wine are (mostly due to the fact that most individuals do not stop at one
or two drinks):
•
•
•

approximately 14 million Americans meet the criteria for alcohol abusers or alcoholism
(a very large percentage of these are wine drinkers)
alcohol can disrupt sleep, cloud judgment, or interact dangerously with a variety of
medications (pain killers and psychotropic drugs)
as with all drinkers, consumers of wine are even at risk of the addictive qualities of the
drug, especially if they have a family history of alcoholism

Short and Long Term Effects of Wine Use
There are several short-term effects:
•
•
•
•
•

may give one a feeling of happiness and aroused senses, the drug suppresses the central
nervous system (leading to slurred speech, slowed reactions, and, ultimately,
unconsciousness)
in small doses alcohol can inhibit REM sleep leaving one tired and groggy
can cause the damaging and death of brain cells
suppression of one’s immune system for up to 72 hours after becoming intoxicated thus
weakening one’s ability to fight off disease and sickness
consumers can experience malnutrition

There are many long-term effects as well (increased likelihood of):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

seizures
stroke
hemorrhaging
hypertension
cardiac disorders
alcoholic hepatitis
stomach, oral, breast, liver, and colon cancer
anemia
bone marrow suppression
ulcers
pancreatitis
osteoporosis
sexual dysfunction

•
•

sleep apnea
liver damage

Memory and Mood
For many, a glass of wine at the end of a difficult day can bring about welcomed relief. If they
stop at one glass then feelings of stress relief may be genuine. As stated prior, most people
cannot stop at just one or two drinks. When one drinks more than this they can have negative
impacts upon their ability to form long lasting memories and have their feelings of stress actually
exacerbated. Medical researchers have found that alcohol use can interfere with one’s ability to
form new long-term memories. This can begin just after one or two drinks. For heavy drinkers
actual loss of consciousness or “blackouts” can occur.
When it comes to impacts upon one’s mood, since alcohol is a depressant it can greatly
increase the feelings of sadness and/or depression. As many will attest, initial alcohol use will
make one feel happy and more relaxed, but ultimately can cause more anxiety and mood swings.
Thus these same researchers point out the fact that individuals should consider their initial mood
prior to beginning to consume any type of alcohol.
Wine and Alcoholism
While numbers vary on the number of alcoholics (individuals meeting standard definitions of
alcoholism) in the United States, many studies find that most female alcoholics are consumers of
wine. There are many theories relating to why this may be the case, but many concentrate on the
acceptableness of drinking wine in general. To most wine drinking is more refined and
acceptable at more social settings in that it has a better appearance than the drinking of beer out
of cans. When it comes to women, this is very much true. Many will notice a woman who is
drinking can after can of beer, but do not notice how many times her glass is refilled with wine.
Gordon A. Crews
Marshall University (WV)
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